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Sport as a Tool of Soft Power: the Case of the Russian War’s Start Against Ukraine

The concept of soft power is described as a key factor in giving a sense to the sports diplomacy of
modern countries particulary in course of Russia starting the war against Ukraine. The arguments are
given for the biased character of sport which is always endowed with a marker of nationality, as well
as political and social colors, thus bringing the athletes and teams as well as sports infrastructure into a
set of diplomatic and political tools.

Examples of the use of international competitions, the success of sports teams, and other athletic
activities in the preparation and conducting of the military aggression of the Russian Federation
against Ukraine, as well as diplomatic blackmail of Russia towards Europe and the USA on the verge
of the 2020s, are given. Based on the analysis of media and foreign scientific sources, a toolkit of
sports diplomacy is proposed for further use by modern countries practicing public diplomacy.

Keywords: soft power; public diplomacy; sports diplomacy; sports-washing, sports-talk.

Cnopr ik iIHCTPYMEHT M’ KOl CHJIN:
NPHUKJIAJ PO3B’si3aHHS PocilicbKOl BilHN NPOTH YKpaiHu

OnucaHO KOHLENT M’SIKOi CHJIM K KJIIOYOBOTO (hakTOpy HAIIOBHEHHS 3MICTOM CIIOPTUBHOI IUILIO-
MaTii cydacHMX KpaiH, 30KpeMa B po3pi3i MOYaTKy MOBHOMACHITA0HOI POCIMCHKOI BiffHM MpOTH
VYkpainu (2022 pik). Uepes Taky mpu3My HaBEICHO apryMEHTH NEPEBa)KHOI 3aaHra)KOBaHOCTI CIIOPTY
SK OFHMIII, IO 3aBXKIU HAIUISETHCS MapKEPOM HAIiOHAIBHOCTI, & TAKOX IMOJITUYHUX 1 COMiaTbHIX
3a0apBIiieHb, 1[0 BHOCUTH ATIIETIB, aTIETOK i KOMaH/IHU, a TAKOXK CIIOPTUBHY iH(pacTpyKTypy B HaOip
JUIUIOMATHYHMX 1 TOJITUYHUX iHCTpYMeHTiB. [ligKpecieHo BaXJIMBICTh CIIOPTHBHOI AUIIIOMATIT AJIS
YkpaiHu, 3HaUUMICTh SIKOI TaKOXX I'PYHTYEThCS ¥ Ha odiuiiiHii cTparerii myOiiyHOI AUMIoMartii Big
M3C, sika 3aKpiIlIIOE aTJIeTiB y SKOCTI 3aXUCHUKIB 1 3aXMCHUIb MDKHAPOIHOTO iMIJKY YKpaiHH.

Mertoro cTarTi € aHami3 CHOPTUBHOI JUIUIOMATii Ta KOHKPETHUX MPUKIAJIB BHKOPHUCTAHHS
MDKHapOJHUX 3MaraHb, YCIiXiB CIIOPTHBHUX KOMaH], CIOHCOPCTBA CIIOPTUBHHUX OpraHi3alliil CTpyK-
Typamu, 1o ONMU3bKiI 0 JEpKaBHUX, 1 IHIMUX aTIETHYHUX aKTUBHOCTEH y MArOTOBI Ta BEJSHHI
BilicbkoBoi arpecii P® nporu Ykpaiau (2020-i pokn), a Takox JUILIOMATHYHOTO IIaHTaxy Pocii B
cropony €sporu ta CIIIA na mexi 2020-x pokiB. Ha ocHOBI aHanizy Mezia Ta iIHO3eMHUX HaYKOBHX
JOKEpeTl 3allpOTIIOHOBAHO 1HCTPYMEHTapiil CHOPTUBHOI AMIUIOMATI] IO MOAAIBLIOIO BUKOPUCTAHHS CY-
YaCHUMHM KpaiHaMu, IO MPAaKTUKYIOTh MyOiuHy numuioMaTito. JloBeaeHo Toii (akT, o CydacHi aKkTo-
pY MDKHApOJHUX BiJIHOCHH, KUJIBKICTH 1 Jiama3oH (yHKIIH 1 BIUIMBY SIKUX JIMIIE 3POCTAE, MOXKYTh
BUTPHO Ta €()EeKTUBHO BUKOPUCTOBYBATH Pi3HOMOpMATHI, Pi3HOOIOKETHI Ta pizHOMAacmITaOHI iHCTPY-
MEHTHU CHOPTHUBHOI AWUIUIOMATI], SIKi 31aTHI MPU3BECTU HE JIMIIE 0 NOCHJIECHHS IIMX aKTOpiB, aje i 10
3MiHU OaNlaHCy CHJI, MiIIITOBXHYTH JIO0 MHUPHHUX NEPEroBOpiB ab0, HABMAKH, 3TYPTYBATH COFO3HHKIB
nepea KOHQIIIKTHOIO cHuTyarier. Takoxk MolepekeHo PO HeTraTUBHI CTOPOHH JJIsi CAMOTO CEKTOPY
CHOPTY i CyCHiJIbCTBA Yepe3 HaIMIpHY €KCIUTyaTalilo CIOPTHUBHOI €KOCUCTEMH B MOJIITHYHUX LIJISX.

Knwuogi cnoea: m’sika cuna; myOiiyHa JUIJIOMATIis; CHOPTHBHA JWIUIOMATIS; BIAMUBAHHS CIIOP-
TOM; MOBHI KOHCTPYKTH.

Scientific problem and its significance. Numerous international instances serve as a solid founda-
tion for a thoughtful discussion about professional sports' capacity to amplify its presence in the socio-
political realm. These instances encompass a wide spectrum, ranging from the escalation of Ukrainian-
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Russian tensions sparked by the depiction of Ukraine's map on the national football team's yellow and
blue jersey to corruption scandals surrounding the organization of major events by international sports
associations, like the 2022 FIFA World Cup. These precedents give even more significance to the fact
that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Ukraine included sports diplomacy into one of the spheres of
the official diplomatic policy of our country?. That is why scholars need to continue examining cases
where athletes have assumed roles as both spokespersons and instruments of influence on both domes-
tic and international socio-political agendas. Furthermore, there is a need to establish the theoretical
underpinnings for such a framework. Secondly, it is crucial to acknowledge the multifaceted nature of
the realm of sports, which integrates it into the domain of international relations and imparts functions
related to socialization and politicization.

Analysis of previous research. This article draws on the works of foreign authors such as John
Bale, Stefan Borge, Alan Gutmann, and Simon Kuper, as well as the ideas of Joseph Nye, Zygmunt
Bauman, and Nicholas Cull. It also incorporates official statements from FIFA, UEFA, and key figures
in Ukrainian sports. While most scholars focus on nationalism, propaganda, and power dynamics in
sports and politics, this article uniquely emphasizes sports as a communication tool and a means to
strengthen local identity. Notably, there is a dearth of scientific research on these issues in Ukraine,
prompting the author to analyze various media sources, including social media, speeches, visual ele-
ments, news, and reports.

The aim of the research. The primary objective of this article is to present arguments in favor of
expanding the scope of participants in international relations — thus including athletes, sports teams,
and sports-related processes and tools into the political and social agenda. Therefore, the author en-
deavors to underscore that sports should be regarded not solely as a tool of soft power but also as a
significant factor that can either develop or worsen social and political matters. At the same time, it is
highly important to explore the nature and wide fields of Russia’s war against Ukraine to tackle the
mentioned issues from various perspectives. The tasks of the research are: to prove that sports sphere
easily impacts the political and social sectors; to strengthen the concept of sports diplomacy; to single
out the actors and tools of sports diplomacy; to prove that sport can play the role in modern wars and
peace-making processes.

The main research. One of the most striking examples of sport going beyond its scope and gain-
ing wide significance is the situation when an essence of conflict or agon goes out through the means
of sport. In ancient Greece, agon was defined as the search for superiority and the struggle for glory
that can be gained through achievements in competitive situations, when a person shows a sense of
self-worth, and morality and sometimes even risks one’s life3. It is also characterized by a strong spirit
of contest and competition, individualism, and pursuit of glory/victory, examples of which are sports
tournaments, hunting, duels, and war“. In the early stages of civilization, the agon motive was success-
fully regulated by constant wars or other physically fatal confrontations, however, the sport still served
as a physical preparation for the same military service back then. This role of sport was especially en-
trenched in ancient Rome and similar militant societies where only those exercises and sports competi-
tions were taken seriously, which brought meanings and benefits to further use by the army®.

Moreover, the lack of regulatory mechanisms and relatively universal rules in such sports and mili-
tary competitions of the time led to the fact that sporting events did not stray far from real battles. The
American researcher Alan Guttmann notes: “The difference between a medieval knights tournament
and a real battle was insignificant — in the battle over Bremul (1119) three people died when in the
tournament in Nais 60 people lost their lives (1240)°. In fact, Renaissance sports were also drowned
in violence and aggression’. As culture evolved, agon's forms became “calmer”. During the Industrial
Revolution, centralized organization minimized violence, replacing it with sports and related activities.
However, the innate human desire for competition and victory persists. Internal factors driving this

2 Crpareris my6mniusoi gumnomarii MinicTepcTBa 3akopoHHUX cripaB Ykpainu (2021), c. 9.

3 Loy, J. and Hesketh, G. (1984) The Agon Motif: A Prolegomenon for the Study of Agonetic Behavior, Contri-
bution of Sociology to the Study of Sport, p. 30.

4 Crpateris ny6aiunoi aunuomarii MinicTepcTBa 3aKopIOHHHX cripaB Ykpainu (2021), c. 9.

5 Baker, W. (1988) Sports in the Western world. University of Illinois Press, p. 30.

& Guttmann, A. (2004) From ritual to record. The Nature of Modern Sports. NY: Columbia University Press,
p. 102.

7 Leibs, A. (2004) Sports and games of the Renaissance. Westport: Greenwood, p. 56.
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need include the desire to hate and bypass the opponent as one is an obstacle to victory; the desire to
“survive” at any cost even at the expense of an opponent or damage to one's own body and spirit; will-
ingness to break or bend the rules and take advantage of corruption®. All this rhetoric is very similar to
the military one because it brings the sports opponent to the status of the enemy and involves very
similar emotions and feelings. Here are some of the basic characteristics of such a sports-military dis-
course that were singled out in the course of this research:

- abstracting the enemy in war rhetoric depersonalizes through substituting personal pronouns with
impersonal derogatory terms. Military competition benefits from distancing the unknown. Public war
discourse often replaces “kill people” with phrases like “eliminate the enemy” or swaps “enemy” with
“evil” justifying combat methods. In professional sports, these tendencies take on metaphorical mean-
ings, seen in football cheers, songs, and fan expressions;

- giving the enemy additional qualities that are rooted in historical and spatial-stereotypical context.
It is about the fact that athletes and teams, and especially fans of both, often perceive themselves and
the opponent in a broader historical way — when two teams play against each other, their histories also
play with each other®. We can see this especially vividly in principled confrontations, where historical-
ly determined archetypes, the results of former wars and battles as well as hyperbolic national charac-
ters emerge — even in everyday life such things are shred to the light, e.g. confrontation of France and
England, Arab and Jewish battles as well as Polish and Ukrainian ones. Such fierce confrontations are
accompanied not only by the rhetoric of war but also by other attributes of combat operations — a
sports confrontation between rival cities, regions, and countries takes the form of a ritualized war,
filled with anthems, military slogans, and banners, and also involves fanatical formations such as i.e.
“brigades”, “legions” and “troops™*;

- a black-and-white vision of the sides in sports confrontations — this phenomenon is usually ob-
served in local closed communities, interactions within which are characterized by the “Bedouin syn-
drome” or the principle of tribal wars among Bedouins. It is about a clear distinction and understand-
ing of who is “us”, “friend” and who is “stranger”, or “enemy” that takes place according to the fol-
lowing principle: a friend of a friend is my friend, an enemy of a friend is my enemy, an enemy of an
enemy is my friend, and the enemy's friend is my enemy?*,

Thus, not only participation itself but just watching the game of your favorite team activates the
mentioned discourse and a certain state of mind, which forces our body to prepare for a seemingly real
fight or fly situation of conflict? — something we no longer dare to show in other places and condi-
tions and what we would avoid in every day [civilized] life®3.

How to sports-wash a war

Back in the 1960s, the foreign minister of Franco's Spain, Fernando Maria Castiella and Maiz said:
“The titles won by Real Madrid support the current state’s regime. This football club is the best em-
bassy we have ever had” 4. Sports achievements have long been utilized to enhance a country's image,
both domestically and internationally. Regardless of the state's nature, maintaining positive ratings is
crucial. Sports align with a country's leadership policy, emphasizing its “correctness” through records
and medals. Sports diplomacy, a subset of public diplomacy, integrates into a state's soft power toolKkit,
aiming to create a positive image and encourage alignment without coercion. It operates within the
sports ecosystem, leveraging athletes, events, and decision-makers for political and social benefits.
The theoretical foundation rests on the role of professional sports in the socio-political agenda, empha-
sizing soft power's historical use to influence others subtly. Academic recognition of soft power
emerged in the 1980s, notably through Joseph Nye Jr., highlighting its ability to achieve objectives

8 Parry, J. (2007) Sport and spirituality. Oxon: Routledge, p. 99.

% Kuper, S. (1996) Football against the enemy. London: Orion, p. 106.

10 Bromberger, C. (1995) Football as a worldview and as a ritual. French Cultural Studies, p. 294.

1 Dunning, E. (1999) Sport matters. London: Routledge, p. 78.

2 Borge, S. (2019) The philosophy of football. London: Routledge, p. 203.

13 Armstrong, G. (2003) Football hooligans: knowing the score. Oxford: Berg Publishers, p. 55.

14 Zidan, K. (2022) How boxer-turned-politician Vitali Klitschko began preparing for war with Russia. Available
from:  https://www.bloodyelbow.com/2022/1/13/22880241/vitali-klitschko-champion-boxing-politican-mayor-
kyiv-putin-war-russia-ukraine [28 August, 2023].

Modern Historical and Political Issues: Journal in Historical & Political Sciences 2023 / 48



Viktoriia Olishevska. Sport as a Tool of Soft Power: the Case of the Russian War’s ... 19

through attraction rather than coercion®®. One of the embodiments of such a concept in practice, which
is formed into a whole strategic direction of state policy and non-governmental actors, is public di-
plomacy, which only in the 90s of the 20th century came into widespread use in all circles®. From this
perspective, public diplomacy is a useful and effective tool in the process of acquiring the soft power
of an entity (from the governmental to the group or individual level of actors), which fits into a sepa-
rate direction of activity of such an entity. To make these things clear the definitions of them should be
given once again. Soft power is just a tool of public diplomacy as it can be a tool of other kind of ap-
proaches as well. While public diplomacy is linked more with democratic and liberal states, tools of
soft power can be used by the totalitarians as well (in this case, it goes along with propaganda). Public
diplomacy involves campaigns, exchanges, and interactions in various forms. Recognizing sports as
integral to public diplomacy and broader socio-political interactions is crucial. Effective association
with a country relies on understanding and frequent use of sports components, such as competitions,
sponsors, and infrastructure. Totalitarian regimes may distort soft power, leading to sports-washing — a
hybrid of attractiveness and coercion. For instance, Russia's sports activities illustrate this phenome-
non, employing sports to improve international standing or divert attention from issues. In football, a
specific Russian model emerges, involving reputation laundering and distraction from unpopular ac-
tions through sports-washing, implemented uniquely due to its pro-governmental nature. Examples
demonstrate sports' role in preparing or conducting wars by Russians:

1) pro-government actors — in Russia, a totalitarian state reliant on hard power, pro-government
actors extend influence, including in sports. Unlike democracies promoting mass products, Russia,
controlled vertically by the state, uses entities like Gazprom as tools for foreign policy ambitions.
Gazprom's state control transforms it into an instrument to increase EU countries' dependence on gas
supplies, fostering commitment and potential concessions, even amid critical situations like the mili-
tary invasion of Ukraine.'’. Being a major player in the EU gas market and carrying out the state’s po-
litical intentions, Gazprom has been directly involved in preparing and setting up the first stages of the
war with Ukraine in early 2022, which resulted in manipulation of prices and energy supplies in late
2021 and seriously raised questions about violation of security interests of the whole EU, It also led
to the absence of a clear position of energy-dependent Germany and Austria as for Russia's full-scale
war and a verbal and monetary threat from the Russian Federation towards those countries that still
supported Ukraine despite their need for Russian gas — for example, Poland and Bulgaria, along with
other lobbyists for financial sanctions against Russia, have been personally blackmailed by president
Putin®®. Thus, Gazprom has indeed become one of the weapons of war in the hands of Russian politi-
cians. For more than a decade, Gazprom has been trying to advance its influence softly too, spending
tons of resources on the world's most popular sport which is football, of course. Here is a brief analysis
of the activity of Gazprom, or rather the Russian political administration, in this sports area:

- since 2005 — owner and title partner of the Russian FC “Zenith” which regularly takes part in Eu-
ropean competitions; Gazprom's marketing presence in the club in 2012 was estimated at $20 mil-
lion?;

- 2007-2022 — sponsor and main partner of the German FC “Schalke 04”; the prolonged agreement
(2016-2022) foresaw a $150 million investment from Gazprom?:;

- since 2010 — the main partner of the Serbian FC “Red Star”; the Gazprom sponsorship provides
the club with more than $4 million a year??;

15 Cull, N. (2009) Public diplomacy before Gullion: the evolution of a phrase. Routledge Handbook of Public
Diplomacy, p. 19.

18 1bid.

7 Riley, A. (2022) Gazprom set the Russian invasion of Ukraine in motion. Available from: https://www.atlantic
council. org/blogs/energysource/gazprom-set-the-russian-invasion-of-ukraine-in-motion/ [23 August, 2023].

18 Cull, N. (2009) Op. cit., p. 20.

19 Murphy, M. and Davies, A. (2022) Ukraine War: Russia gas supply cuts 'blackmail’, says EU. Available from:
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-61240499 [23 August, 2023].

20 Long, M. (2012) Chelsea signed a global deal with Champions League sponsor. Available from: https://www.
sportspromedia.com/news/chelsea_sign_global_deal with_newest _champions_league_sponsor/ [23 August, 2023].
2L Uersfeld, St. (2016) Schalke extend Gazprom sponsorship agreement until 2022. Available from:
https://www.espn.com/soccer/schalke-04/story/2868174/schalke-extend-gazprom-sponsorship-deal-until-2022
[24 August, 2023].
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- 2012-2015 — sponsor of London's FC “Chelsea” to which Gazprom provided electricity and gas
services®;

- 2012-2022 — In partnership with UEFA, including support for the Champions League and Euro
2020, Gazprom provided European football with more than $40 million in investment per season?.

Nevertheless, such football diplomacy which was aimed to construct a positive image of an energy
company that does not even directly interact with the average user (a target audience is rather Europe-
an leadership), collapsed just in one day — on February 24, 2022, when the owner of Gazprom, i.e.
Russia, dared on a full-scale military invasion of Ukraine. Given that Gazprom's actions were part of
the state's policy aimed at preparing for this invasion, it is impossible to continue to take this company
only as a commercial actor in the energy market?®. That is why sanctions against Gazprom in the foot-
ball sphere were applied in February 2022 as one of the levers for restraining Russia's actions. FC
“Zenit”, owned by Gazprom, along with other Russian sports teams and athletes were excluded from
all international competitions, FC “Schalke 04” refused to wear the Gazprom logo on their kit, as all
the partnerships with UEFA and FIFA were canceled by the world football stakeholders too.

2) mega-events — an economic miracle doesn’t happen with the host countries of international
sports championships, as noted by Simon Kuper, however, such mega-events serve well in strengthen-
ing the country's brand®. This is exactly what the Russian leadership looked forward to when it ap-
plied for the 2018 FIFA World Cup — a professor of economics at Temple University (Philadelphia,
USA) argues that this cup played a role in Putin's project, who in this case gained a wide field for per-
sonal publicity, presenting himself to others as a strong world leader?’. Interestingly, the FIFA opening
ceremony 2018, where the Russian president gave a speech, was attended by a larger number of world
politicians than any other FIFA World Cup by far, although most of them were not from the progres-
sive Western countries, but from the developing ones in Central Asia. In addition, statistics from FIFA
show that the 2018 Cup was also a record in terms of TV audience (210 countries) views as each
match was watched by 190.5 million fans. At the same time, the number of foreigners who came to
Russia for the FIFA World Cup was much lower than in previous tournaments hosted by other coun-
tries — only 2.9 million foreigners attended live matches compared to 6.5 million in Brazil, for exam-
ple?®. To continue to pretend that “everything is going as usual and as it should be”?, the Russian side
spent about $15 billion as the ideal picture was the most important result of hosting this international
competition for Russia®’. In other words, as it was happening in the course of the 2014 Olympics in
Sochi, Russia was sending an ideological signal that the country was gaining its strength again and
was able to hold such prestigious large-scale events as other world countries®. In 2014, Russia an-
nexed parts of Ukraine, making the massive spending on its sports image, including events like the
2014 Olympics and the 2018 FIFA World Cup, briefly justified. Despite the annexation, effective
boycotts or restrictions in the sports industry did not happen, allowing Russia to maintain its public
image through international competitions.

22 Gazprom saves Zvezda — New contract with Russian company brings EUR 4.5 million per year. Available
from: https://www.ekapija.com/en/news/1178885/gazprom-saves-zvezda-new-contract-with-russian-company-
brings-eur-45-million [28 August, 2023].

23 Cull, N. (2009) Op. cit., p. 20.

24 pelit, A. (2022) UEFA, Drops $45 Million Gazprom Sponsorship as Russia Sanctions Grow. Available from:
https://finance.yahoo.com/news/uefa-drops-45-million-gazprom-201830812.html [25 August, 2023].

25 Cull, N. (2009) Op. cit., p. 19-23.

% Macias, A. (2022) WNBA star Brittney Griner sentenced to nine years in prison by a Russian court. Available
from: https://www.cnbc.com/2022/08/04/russian-court-finds-wnba-star-brittney-griner-guilty-on-drug-charges.html
[27 August, 2023].

2 Kurankun, 0. Yemnuonar Bo cnaBy Ilyrmna. ®@yr6onm u umumx Poccuu B mupe. Available from:
https://www.svoboda.org/a/usa-today-world-cup-putin/29292590.html [20 August, 2023].

28 Major, B. (2019) Increased Access Drives Brazil's Visitor Growth. Available from: https://www.travelpulse.
com/news/destinations/increased-access-drives-brazils-visitor-growth.html [24 August, 2023].

2 Ukrainian sports minister calls for political boycott of 2018 World Cup in Russia. Available from:
https://www.kyivpost.com/ukraine-politics/ukrainian-sports-minister-calls-for-political-boycott-of-2018-world-
cup-in-russia.html [24 August, 2023].

30 Macias, A. (2022) Op. cit.

31 Major, B. (2019) Op. cit.
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3) status persons — the engagement of sports teams and athletes through non-sport entities, align-
ing with a desired purpose, serves as another avenue for international political influence. A football
case, like Roman Abramovich's ownership of Chelsea FC, exemplifies how a sports unit's ownership
can promote positive associations with a homeland's policies. Although direct ties between Abramo-
vich and President Putin regarding Chelsea remain unproven, investigations suggest an indirect link,
portraying Abramovich as a live tool for advancing Russia's influence. Over decades, he has cultivated
a positive image, presenting himself as a legitimate businessman operating with “clean” Russian mon-
ey, distancing from the Soviet past.®.

4) consequently, more positive changes came with the purchase of the London football club —
Chelsea managed to win important titles, fans sang songs of praise for the Russian, and charity foun-
dations were launched under his sponsorship. How exactly Abramovich was connected with the Rus-
sian political elite was not actively mentioned even in 2014, when some other oligarchs were sanc-
tioned by the West as a result of the Russian invasion of eastern Ukraine and Ukrainian Crimea. How-
ever, as early as February 2022, former British Prime Minister Boris Johnson and Foreign Secretary
Liz Trass officially announced Abramovich's ties to Putin and complicity in his military intentions®.
The European Union also imposed several sanctions on Abramovich and thus included him in Putin's
close circle®. No matter how hard Abramovich had been trying to sports-wash his own and the state’s
reputation, the consequences took place in the sports sphere as well — Chelsea was not only sold with-
out Abramovich's ability to get his own money for it but was also deprived of the fans presence at their
matches (ban on selling tickets), as well as the opportunity to sell their merchandise and even manage
their hotel (ban on any income for Abramovich from the club).

How to sports-talk about a war

The cases when sport serves as some kind of a curtain or tool for military-political tasks were ana-
lyzed above. Now the examples when the athletic ecosystem can help talk about the problem of war or
even try to find ways to solve it will be given. “Football is a universal language that can open the
hearts of young people and adults, as well as establish cross-cultural contacts and unite the popula-
tion”, — said Michel Platini, sports administrator, and former UEFA chief®, Next is the following ex-
ample — the role of football in the Russian-Ukrainian war and the actions of the Ukrainian side to
sports-talk about it:

1) symbolic narrative — it is about the usage of visual and other symbolic instruments in sports to
speak out or resolve conflict situations. For example, in the summer of 2020, Ukraine presented the
new Kit of its national football team, which it was going to play at Euro 2020, and on the collar of
which the Ukrainian slogan “Glory to Ukraine — Glory to the Heroes!” was embroidered. There was
also an image of the Ukrainian map on the front of the shirt that corresponds to the territory that was
declared an independent state in 1991, i.e. with the Crimea and Donbas as parts of Ukraine. This new
football kit was appreciated by some Western diplomats in Kyiv — embassies of Great Britain, the
USA, Canada, and the Netherlands posted supportive photos on their social networks®’. The protest
was made by the Russian Federation, whose Ministry of Foreign Affairs not only equated the afore-
mentioned Ukrainian slogan with a Nazi salute but also appealed to UEFA accusing Ukraine of politi-
cal provocation by portraying the internationally recognized and sovereign territory of Ukraine®. In

%2 Seddon, M. and Massoudi, A. Hughes, L. and Cook, Ch. (2022) Poison, planes and Putin: Abramovich’s race
to save a fortune and stop the war. Available from: https://www.ft.com/content/d80a42c1-bd1f-48el-8dcf-
fOlebdb304fb [24 August, 2023].

3 Macias, A. (2022) Op. cit.

3 Murphy, M. and Davies, A. (2022) Op. cit.

35 UK government approves sale of Chelsea by sanctioned Abramovich. Available from: https://www.aljazeera.
com/news/2022/5/25/uk-government-approves-sale-of-chelsea-by-sanctioned-abramovich [24 August, 2023].

% Foothall as a common language. Available from: https://www.uefa.com/insideuefa/about-uefa/news/021c-
0f8a791e7620-8bbe5ca21a76-1000--football-as-a-common-language/ [20 August, 2023].

37 3axinui moconbeTBa B Kuepi npueiHy0ThCs 10 NiATPUMKH HOBOT (hopmu 36ipHOT Ykpainu 3 Gpyroomy. Availa-
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the end, a compromise solution was found thanks to UEFA's intervention — the slogan on the collar
was partly removed, but the map was left as it was.

Another example of a symbolic narrative about the active phase of the 2022 war also concerns the
kit of the Ukrainian football team but with a different message. During the international charity tour in
support of the Ukrainian war victims FC “Shakhtar” presented special T-shirts, that mentioned the cit-
ies of Ukraine that were severely affected by the Russian bombing instead of the players’ names on
the back. Among them are Bucha, Irpin, Gostomel, Kharkiv, Mariupol, Chernihiv, Akhtyrka,
Volnovakha, Kherson, and Mykolaiv. It should be mentioned here that such a connection between
football and spatial objects is not new to sports in general. For example, geographer-researcher John
Bale claims that sport is a spatial science®®, which is expressed not only in the implementation of phys-
ical activity through space (stadium, pitch, racetrack, or water pools, etc.) but also in the mutual for-
mation of location and sports actors. The latter means that the identification of space together with its
population is complemented and supported by sporting achievements, teams, and stories, while the
sport itself has the power to determine the urban space and the nature of its population. Interestingly,
spatial discourse thus turns into the basis of group identity which must be protected in the face of ex-
ternal and internal threats*. That is why football actors use memorable places that either pay homage
or record the facts of events, people's lives, or mark the processes in space — such places help to ex-
pand the collective, genealogical, and historical memory, which gives the individual a sense of how
one’s personal history intersects with a global one*!.

Individual athletes and teams possess informal influence to shape local and global agendas. While
promoting changes in internal political and social issues is easier, sports diplomacy has been evident at
the international level. Examining Ukrainian soft power post-war reveals a focus on war crimes and
victims, gaining world attention. Symbolic condemnation of Russian armed aggression emerged in
football and other sports events globally, allowing non-institutional actors to voice their opposition
during games and competitions:

» February 2022 - the British clubs “Manchester City” and “Everton” dressed their players in
Ukrainian colors before the match, and also placed banners at the Liverpool stadium in support of
Ukraine*?;

» March 2022 - Australian tennis player Daria Savil wore a uniform with the colors of the Ukrain-
ian flag at a competition in California®;

» March 2022 - English golfer Tommy Fleetwood wore a yellow and blue ribbon at one of the
competitions in Florida*;

» March 2022 — American race car driver Joey Logano placed the Ukrainian flag on the bumper
of his car during the race in Las Vegas®;

+ March 2022 - American basketball player Jeremy Zohan wore shoes in yellow and blue colors
and with inscriptions calling for peace at a game in Missouri“®;

» March 2022 - several NHL hockey teams from Canada and the USA began audio playing the
Ukrainian national anthem before the start of their games*’.
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Ukraine's soft power expanded, utilizing not only its own actors but also gaining influence through
various channels. Symbolic support and condemnation by sports representatives contribute to the con-
tinuous renewal of intense social and political discourse, elevating it to a critical level through media
coverage and the visibility of sports actors and events.

2) social initiatives — it is possible to at least draw attention through charity games or other activi-
ties involving teams or athletes to the messages they carry or to raise the necessary funds and other
assistance in the context of socio-political issues. It was exactly such a tool used by the Ukrainian side
in the spring of 2022 to conduct sports diplomacy in military conditions. Leaders of the Ukrainian
Premier League and clubs that regularly play at the European level, FC “Shakhtar” and FC “Dynamo
(Kyiv)”, as well as ministries of Ukraine organized a European tour to raise funds to help victims of
the Russian invasion and focus public attention: “We want to talk about peace and war through these
matches™*®. Ten games, that took place in Turkey, Poland, Greece, Croatia, Italy, etc., managed to
gather a stadium audience of almost 136,000 spectators as well as more than 1 million euros in aid;
these matches were broadcast on both the national channels of the participating countries and Ukraini-
an television®.

How to sports-manage a war

First of all, here is something about the trend that strengthens the sports ecosystem and means the
weakening of the state institution at the same time — such a new “liquid” modernity is described, for
example, by the Polish-British philosopher Zygmunt Bauman: “An open and increasingly defenseless
nation-state is constantly losing its power, evaporating into the global space while redirecting and sub-
sidizing its political skills to [others] . So here is the analysis of the features of this type of replace-
ment or partial substitution of state functions by sports in more detail. In the modern context, the main
political movements are no longer the prerogative of a state only, which is losing its significance, but
of other non-state channels of global interaction®l. There are sports organizations of various levels and
scales that can perform diplomatic functions and overtake the role of those who either complement the
international political agenda or even independently form it on a par with other governments.

Sports organizations exhibit an expanded role in influencing real wars. Notable examples include
charity initiatives supporting young athletes and families affected by armed conflicts, providing hu-
manitarian aid to war victims, and contributing to the restoration of damaged sports ecosystems. How-
ever, let’s consider more unique examples of how UEFA has been trying to alleviate the effects of the
Russian-Ukrainian war. Here it is important to emphasize that this football stakeholder of Europe did
not have an unequivocal position until February 2022 — there was no official condemnation or any re-
strictions on clubs or the Russian national team in response to the occupation of Donbas and annexa-
tion of Crimea. On the contrary, some matches of Euro 2020 took place in Russia, Russia's pro-
government sponsors continued to hold title positions in the institution while the organization's leaders
themselves did not comment on hosting the World Cup in Russia in 2018. UEFA's clearer position
crystallized in the last days of February 2022, becoming one of the fastest international reactions to the
fact of a full-fledged war against Ukraine. At the exact time, on February 25, 2022, the I0C an-
nounced its reaction as well as measures applied to the Russian Federation and Belarus as a result of
their aggressive military actions against Ukraine, based on the UN resolution of December 2021, as of
February 25, 2022, the IOC posted on their official website. It is about one of the sacred principles of
the Olympic movement, which even such an organization as the United Nations decided to transfer to
a large-scale level — the phenomenon of the Olympic truce, which dates back to ancient Greece and is
meant to ensure a peaceful atmosphere in the world, so that athletes and teams from countries-
participants could freely and effectively participate in the Games, as the current Olympic Charter
notes. And because the Olympic truce should last seven days before the start and seven days after the
end of the competition, the 10C accused the Russian Federation and Belarus of armed aggression not
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only on a moral and ethical level but also on a legal one thanks to the recognition of sports values by
other international stakeholders, such as the UN, as of February 25, 2022, the IOC posted on their of-
ficial website. Because the Russian Federation launched a full-scale war against Ukraine even before
the end of one of the stages of the Olympics (the Winter Paralympics in Beijing lasted until March 13,
2022, and the attack took place on February 24, 2022), the 10C called on the world community to
complement such a reaction with these sanctions towards the Russian Federation and Belarus: to move
or cancel all sports events planned on the territory of the Russian Federation and Belarus as well as not
to display the Russian and Belarusian flag and anthem at international competitions, as of February 25,
2022, the 10C posted on their official website. Based on such actions of the IOC and UEFA | will list
more universal methods of sports diplomacy, which is part of the public diplomacy, that other non-
governmental sports actors can carry out:

1) sports isolation of the aggressor — in case of violation of basic norms of international law, a
sports organization can use the isolation of the country, so to break its sports ecosystem and, thus,
force it to restrain policies that have led to serious offenses. This is rooted in the basic principles of the
Olympic movement, which defines the vision of the world of sport — mutual respect, ethical values,
and the promotion of peace in communities, as the current Olympic Charter notes. UEFA tried a simi-
lar mechanism in February 2022 towards Russian football. The first reaction was the withdrawal of the
right to host the final of the Champions League in St. Petersburg in May 2022%2, As Russia's aggres-
sion did not subside, UEFA gradually took more radical steps in a few days — excluding all Russian
clubs and the national football team from all the international competitions for the 2022-2023 season
as well as canceling the partnership with pro-government Russian sponsor Gazprom, as of February
28, 2022, the FIFA posted on their official website. Such isolation is a necessary tool to put pressure
on the aggressor country to 1) make the leadership feel that its actions are not tolerated and negatively
affect all the spheres of state and people's activities, 2) create additional pressure on the leadership
from the side of dissatisfied athletes deprived of the right to develop their professional careers, 3) de-
prive the aggressor of status and equality with other countries that have the right to participate in or
host prestigious international competitions, 4) reduce the risk of potential public political statements
on a base of grand sports pitches, 5) complicate access to sports financial flows due to the violation of
the broken ecosystem.

2) symbolic narrative — it is important to be able to use the right symbolic narratives as they can
attract attention and remind people about the socio-political problem. Yellow and blue armbands on
top European footballers, posters in the stands against the war and in support of Ukraine as well as
A-listers anti-war photos before matches — all this also applies to sports diplomacy and aims to support
discourse and public image. That is why for the final of the Champions League 2022 UEFA has intro-
duced a special game ball, which focuses on two words “PEACE” or «MUP», as of May 28, 2022, the
UEFA posted on their official website. Ironically, this is exactly the game that was supposed to take
place in St. Petersburg, not Paris as it happened. It is also important that, on average, an event such as
the Champions League final attracts about 400 million TV spectators® — the audience to which the
mentioned message on the ball as well as on the screens and banners of the stadium was addressed.

Conclusion. Sport transcends physical activity, embodying a military spirit, near-cult experience,
and spatial features that reflect social and political preferences. Professional athletics, often represent-
ing a state and its traditions, is seldom neutral. In this context, sport becomes a versatile instrument for
both war and peace. The initiative to use sports for international interactions can originate from gov-
ernment officials, public organizations, local communities, or influential athletes like Cristiano
Ronaldo and Lionel Messi, who, with a combined audience exceeding 700 million subscribers, stand
among the world's most influential public figures.>* Sport's influence on millions makes it a powerful
tool for various actors. In the context of the Russian-Ukrainian conflict, sports-washing emerges, using
star athletes, hosting international events, and investing in facilities to shape a positive state image.
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Achieving these goals may involve non-sports methods, especially in totalitarian regimes blending
hard and soft power. Ukraine's response to Russia's war showcases using sports to communicate about
the conflict. Sports diplomacy has diverse forms, including political negotiations in tournaments, boy-
cotts, sports alliances, sports ambassadors, and international exchanges. Despite sport's potential for
peace, stability remains elusive. Historical examples illustrate sport's role in normalizing relations be-
tween nations, emphasizing the need for global alliances, clear demands, support, and a combination
of government backing with grassroots pressure for real impact®.
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